Human Development 2010;53:53-54 54 Steinberg /Scott Reasonable arguments for each of these positions can be made based on developmental science. On the one hand, there is considerable variability among sameaged individuals in their psychological maturity, and surely some older adolescents have the psychological maturity of adults. On the other hand, psychologists are notoriously bad at predicting adult functioning from snapshots taken when individuals are still teenagers. We are moderately good at doing so in the aggregate (and even still, we are thrilled when adolescent predictors explain a mere 25% of the variance in adult outcomes), but we are terrible when it comes to making predictions about individuals. In the final analysis, it seems prudent to reserve making irrevocable decisions about individuals whose development is still a work in progress when it is possible to defer doing so until they have reached adulthood [Scott & Steinberg, 2008] .
There is no question that teenagers who commit serious crimes should be held accountable and punished, and that society must be protected from young people who are violent and dangerous. But studies show that the vast majority of juveniles who commit crimes -even very serious crimes -grow up to be law-abiding adults, and that it is impossible to reliably predict which juvenile offenders will become career criminals. Absent our ability to do this, and in light of what developmental science tells us about the capacity for adolescents to change, it makes no sense to lock up any young offender and throw away the key.
